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The purpose of this study was to explore African American perceptions of body 
image and the effect it has on self-esteem. This study sought to ascertain whether ones 
perception is based on an unwritten belief that beauty is based on one’s physical 
attributes. Fr0m this view the belief was if something looks good, sounds good, smells 
good and feels good, then evidently it must be good for you. Encompassed in this 
research, there was a focus on the influence that African American’s perceptions of body 
image will affect their ability, through the realm of self-esteem, to be intimate with their 
partner, socialize in their environment and become content with their body. This study 
attempted to view the influence of societal factors such as media coverage of 
commercials, entertainment and but not limited to television programming, which 
illustrate a societal interpretation of beauty. 
Even though it is evident that in Americanized societies individuals are 
extremely conscious of their appearance and their ability to be accepted amongst 
mainstream societal standards, there is still not enough research that has been conducted 
to measure the stringent affects this perspective has on the person, in particular African 
Americans. There is even less research done in the social work field that focuses on the 
affects self-esteem and body image have on African-American persons. Social work 
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scholarly journals have no mention or discussion regarding African-American 
perceptions of body image and self-esteem will have negative lasting effects on an 
individual in regards to psychological issues, development of psychological disorders and 
or a factor in academic or professional achievement in the African American population. 
As a social worker intern, who has had a rewarding experience working in a 
mental health facility, there appears to be some evidence that there are many African 
American young adults who suffer from psychological issues such as, but not limited to 
depression and anxiety disorders. Are these individuals also plagued with negative self 
esteem and negative body image factors? With this research, it is the belief that persons 
of African American descent in this study will provide social work professionals with the 
knowledge of what specific factors may be contributing to the perceptions of distorted 
body images. Acquiring this knowledge base will be a great asset to the social work 
helping profession, because if there are explanations to what may be the cause of this 
problem, then it becomes a stepping-stone to finding interventions and resources to 
address this problem as it relates to working with African-American clients and/ patients. 
Background of the Problem 
It is evident that both women and men are victims of the diluted representation of 
the ideal “perfect” woman and man. This ideal has caused major damage to the lives of 
those individuals who have become obsess with the idea of a body of “perfection” and 
“flawlessness”. There are recorded statistics that state that approximately seven million 
girls and women suffer from an eating disorder, and about one million boys and men who 
suffer from eating disorders (National Institute of Mental Health, 2001). In particular, 
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females between the ages of 15 to 24 have twelve times a mortality rate due to anorexia 
nervosa, then any other causes of death for females in the same age range (Cronk, 2003). 
Dr. Bryan Cronk (2003) notes that anorexia nervosa is characterized by an intentional 
loss of a substantial amount of one’s body weight (loss of 15% of normal body weight) 
that is accomplished through severe dieting and/or purging. 
Little has been cited in social work literature on the African-American perspective 
of body image and self-esteem. There are significantly scarce documentation of research 
in social work empirical journals based on the African-American perception of body 
image and self-esteem. Consequently, this thesis provides professional knowledge about 
factors that contribute to African-Americans perceptions of body image and self-esteem. 
Not only is the physical health of an individual whose perception of negative 
body imagery relevant, but the mental well being of the individual is also impacted by 
this perception. Most people with eating disorders suffer from low self-esteem, feelings 
of helplessness, and intense dissatisfaction with the way they look (APA, 1998). 
According to the American Psychiatric Association, there have not been any research 
findings that claim that eating disorders are caused by such mental conditions of 
depression, anxiety and drug abuse, however there is evidence that these illnesses have 
been present in individuals with eating disorders (1998). 
Statement of the Problem 
Body imagery issues have been such an increased concern of many individuals. 
Body image is defined by researchers (Cash et al., 2002), as a construct concerning 
4 
individuals’ perceptions of and attitudes about their own bodies, especially their physical 
appearance. 
If a person’s perception of self-image is viewed negatively, then there may be a 
likelihood of that person developing low self-esteem that could leave this individual 
lonely, fearing interaction/ rejection of others and a false sense of self worth (Agliata et 
al., 2004). In a study conducted by Freidman et al. (2002), individuals who interpret 
themselves as being obese, a classified negative perception of body image, become 
vulnerable to psychological risk factors such as depression and low self-esteem. Not 
only is this individual vulnerable to the psychological factors of a distorted view of body 
imagery, but this individual also is susceptible to stringent ideas of thinness equaling 
beauty. Thus, individuals who become obsessed with their body and weight are more 
likely to develop eating disorders (Molloy et al., 1998). 
Although previous literature sought to determine the effects that an individual’s 
perception of body imagery has on their self-esteem and other psychological factors, 
there are evident gaps in the literature. One gap that was very important to the results of 
previous research was the lack of African-American participants in the previous studies. 
The majority of the research findings are based on the Caucasian female population. 
Hence, the African-American population is not represented. There may be different 
cultural and ethnical beliefs of body imagery of the African-American population that has 
not been researched yet. In some research, African-American women are not defined as 
feminine or beautiful. Research conducted by Molloy et al. (1998) described African- 
American women as exhibiting masculine and androgynous characteristics. A third gap 
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in literature is the under representation of the male population. As stated in the research 
conducted by Friedman et al. (2002), “the overwhelming majority of research 
investigating body image is conducted on women and, therefore, less is known about 
body image among men.” 
Significance of Study 
The significance of this research study is for discernment of those factors 
contributing to perception of body image and self-esteem among persons of African- 
American heritage. This study also addresses experiences unsolved in the social work 
profession. Through the conduction of this study, there will be a desire to examine the 
factors that may cause a person to have a negative perception of their body image, as well 
as, factors causing these individuals to have low self-esteem. If the researchers are 
correct, then it will be evident that society, and its perception of beauty, has a major 
impact on an individual’s self-image. This said, this impact has shown signs of negative 
repercussions. The increase in suicide, eating disorders, and self-doubt should be enough 
reason to delve in the discussions of who develops the perceived notion of “perfection” 
and why is this factor so influential. 
A person’s lack of intimacy is another factor of great importance. When 
attempting to develop a relationship of intimacy, there is evidence that a person’s 
perception of their body may cause them to become self-conscious. In a study conducted 
by Thomas Cash and colleagues, it was found that while both sexes had more anxiety 
dealing with romantic issues, it was women who had a larger correlation between their 
perception of their body image and intimate relationships (2004). This evidence attempts 
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to establish that an individual’s perception of self could dictate a person’s ability to be in 
a romantic relationship. 
Another factor that makes this study so significant is the practice of isolation. 
There are individuals who tend not to engage in activities that cause social interaction, for 
fear of being viewed in a negative way by their peers. Some individuals may tend to go 
to public restaurants or shopping centers during times when they tend to experience less 
scrutiny of others. In a study conducted to evaluate a person’s perception of being too fat 
as a barrier of physical activity, they found that 22.6% of perceived obese individuals felt 
this way (Ball et ah, 2000). If this is the case, than there will be many more individuals 
in the future who tend to avoid socializing with others because of their increased 
awareness of body imagery and a decreased feeling of self worth. 
This study discusses these issues and explains what factors cause a negative sense of 
self-image. Through research and conducting this study, there is a desire to find ways to 
change these perceived ideas of beauty and self-worth. 
This research provides social workers with the tools to deal with populations who 
suffer from this distorted sense of self. Not only will social workers have to deal with 
this aspect of a client having a low self-esteem, but also there are mental conditions such 
as depression, which could also develop in these individuals. Hopefully, this study will 
help individuals who suffer from a negative perception of body image be able to develop 
coping skills to deal with this issue. Social workers have a responsibility to their 
discipline to be able to recognize factors that may be causing their clients emotional and 
or psychological stress. When these stressors are expressed by the client through the 
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process of behavior, conversation and evaluation of the client, then it is the responsibility 
of the social worker to develop interventions to assist their client in coping. Social 
workers can decide which interventions will be more successful through discussing the 
issues with the client, finding out where the client is emotionally and or psychologically, 
and providing clients with appropriate resources (i.e., books/magazines dealing with 
coping skills for individuals with negative body perceptions and low self-esteem). 
CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
There are so many contributing factors that influence an individual’s surveillance 
of their body and of their overall sense of self. This surveillance can lead to detrimental 
changes in one’s life causing psychological changes, as well as, altered feelings of self- 
worth. Researchers search to find what the causal factors of these changes are. 
Body Image 
In research conducted by Thomas Cash and colleagues, they examined the 
components of diverse beliefs of body-imagery as it relates to an individual’s level of 
increased anxiety and attachment issues. This research was conducted on male and 
female college students aged 18 to 25 (Cash et al., 2004). They found that both males 
and females when characterized as having a negative perception of body image, these 
individuals had a substantially greater chance of increased anxiety in relationship to the 
approval of others and personal intimate relationships. They also found that men tended 
not to have issues with anxiety as it relates to intimate relationships, while women did. 
One causal factor of this finding could be the increased correlation that some women 
have as it relates to their perceived physical attractiveness and their ability to attract 
intimate partners. Men, on the other hand, the focus were less understood due to the lack 
of studies conducted on the male population (Cash et al., 2004). 
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A study by Kelli E. Friedman and colleagues was conducted on a population of 
obese individuals who were in a treatment program to focus on their obesity (2002). In 
relation to body image, they felt that these individuals who were dissatisfied with their 
body had an increase in psychological issues such as depression and low self-esteem 
(2002) and other psychiatric symptoms (Fitzgibbon et al., 1993). However, other 
researchers such as Rosenberg (1979) felt that using specific population was a major 
influence of socioeconomic factors such as income, ethnicity, and culture differences. 
There is evidence that ethnicity is one of the major contributions to the diverse 
opinions of body image. African-American women tend to have larger physiques and 
have an appreciation for a more curvature body, as apposed to Caucasian women whose 
ideal body type is thinner. Harris (1994) characterized the body type of African- 
American women as having masculine and androgynous appearance traits. However, 
African-American women tend to associate their distinct physical characteristics as 
attractive. (Molloy et al., 1998) Researchers have found that African-American women 
are less concerned about dieting and being thin (Abrams et al., 1993). One casual 
(Molloy B.L et colleagues, 1998) factor of this finding is the fact that many African- 
American men prefer larger women; therefore African-American women are more likely 
to diet in order to fit in clothing as opposed to having a desire of being a size 4. 
To imply that African-American women do not have any issues associated with 
body image would be a false statement. As stated in the research conducted by Allan and 
colleagues, as African American women experience greater mobility, they may be 
especially at risk, due to the exposure to Caucasian preferences, attitudes, and ideals 
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about beauty, weight and food (1993). African-American women are aware of the 
stringent views society has placed on the perceived body image that are imposed on the 
physical attributes of women. This self-awareness may aid in the increased 
determination of this population to possess a positive sense of perceived body-imagery. 
Self-esteem 
In the study conducted by Bill Thornton and colleagues, with a population of 138 
Caucasian undergraduate college women who’s age range was 18-26, attempted to 
measure if one’s perceived physical attractiveness influenced an individual’s views of 
self-conscious (1997). Researchers found that for individuals who had negative feelings 
of attractiveness, they were more likely to have low self-esteem, an increased sense of 
self-consciousness and an increase in social anxiety. Thornton et colleagues also found 
that when these women viewed women of ideal physical attributes, these women were 
more likely to become depressed and gain an increase sense of body dissatisfaction 
(1997). Not only has self-esteem been a constant occurrence of individuals who suffer 
with feelings of negative body image, but it also has been a factor in those individuals 
who suffer from eating disorders. 
Kathleen D. Vohs and colleagues were determined to find if perfectionism, body 
dissatisfaction and self-esteem interact to predict the development of bulimic symptoms 
(2001). With the intense feelings of being perfect, but not yet reaching that optimum 
goal as it relates to physical appearance, can cause distorted feelings of body-imagery. 
This research found that those women who had depressive symptoms and were 
considered perfectionists had higher levels of body-dissatisfaction and a low self-esteem 
(Vohs et al., 2001). While women are generally believed to suffer from eating disorders 
because of their distorted views of their body, it is also becoming an increasing problem 
in the male population. Of the many augment surgeries that are performed on a daily 
basis one out of five surgeries are performed on males (Agliata et ah, 2004). Agliata and 
colleagues stated that the increased ideal for men to be muscular and maintain a lean 
build has led to an increase in body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem when not 
perceived as having the ideal body type. 
Unlike Vohs, Forbes and his colleagues focused more on gender roles as a causal 
factor of more women being at risk of eating disorders. They found that “although it is 
clear that not all women with strong stereotyped feminine traits have eating disorders and 
not all women with eating disorders have strong feminine traits, observations suggest that 
there may be something about gender roles that makes some women particularly 
dissatisfied with their bodies, particularly vulnerable to cultural pressures toward 
thinness, and at higher risks for eating disorders (2001). 
Media Influence 
The enormous influence that media coverage and television programming have, 
has caused many individuals to question the acceptance of their individual physical 
appearance. Halliwell and colleagues focused on the impact exposure to the body sizes of 
models had on individuals who viewed pictures of these models (2004). In this study, 
they found that exposure to these models caused anxiety and body dissatisfaction in the 
women participants. The ideal weight and sizes of women over the past forty years have 
changed dramatically. Now models have an extremely thin appearance. Wiseman, Gray, 
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Mosimann and Ashrens stated, “the average model is more than twenty percent 
underweight (1992).” 
In a previous study, participates viewed television programming that showed 
television advertisement that had female and male models that in societal terms 
demonstrated beauty and the ultimate physique (Agliata et al., 2004). Researchers found 
“the more exposure participates had of the models, the more likely they were to state that 
they were dissatisfied with their physical appearance (Agliata et al., 2004).” In other 
words, “Societal theory of body image proposes that societal standards of beauty are 
inordinately stressed (Fallon, 1990) and contribute to the development and maintenance 
of body image disturbance (Thompson et al, 1999). In the study conducted by Kenrick 
and Gutierres (1980) it was found that the more exposure that men had to attracted 
actress, the more likely these men were to be more critical of the appearance of the 
average woman. 
Not all media and television programming have been centered on the physical 
appearance of an individual. There has been an increase in entertainment and 
programming that focus on the appreciation of one’s self and learning to love one’s self 
just the way they are. Many performers have embodied this belief in the delivery of their 
performance. For instance, India Arie, an African American, female vocalist, 
demonstrated this belief in lyrics from her song “Video” when she sang: 
When I look in the mirror and the only one there is me. 
Every freckle on my face is where it’s supposed to be. 
And I know my creator didn’t make no mistakes on me. 
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My feet, my thighs, my lips, my eyes; I’m lovin’ what 
I see (Video, 2003). 
Other findings through this research also showed evidence that African 
Americans found more displeasure and self-esteem issues when dealing with their on 
insecurities as it relates to ethnicity and their complexion, rather than on body-imagery. 
In the book, Don 7 Play In the Sun: One Woman’s Journey Through the Color Complex, 
by Marita Golden (2004), Golden spoke of her insecurities as they related to her being an 
African-American female of a darker complexion. Golden spoke of stages in her life 
when she was told that being an African American of a darker hue was not a desirable 
attribute to obtain if one wanted to be successful and beautiful. Golden spoke of viewing 
television as a young child and seeing female actresses who were dark skin playing roles 
of the maid, nanny and mistress. As she grew into her adolescent and adulthood, she still 
found herself having insecurities about her complexion. Golden describes in the book her 
college years and watching the darker skin African-American males preferring to date 
lighter-skin African-American females and or Caucasian females. She still saw signs that 
the light-skin female was considered more desirable and appeared to have an easier time 
attaining success and wealth. Throughout the book, Golden talked about the battle she 
had within herself as it related to her complexion, and her determination and desire to 
find her beauty within herself. 
Intimacy 
Previous research has been focused on an individual’s perception of body- 
imagery and the influence that this factor may have on a person’s level of 
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self-esteem. From this research, there are numerous scholarly journals that depict 
Caucasian woman as having high levels of negative body-imagery perceptions due to the 
desire to meet their ideal weight goals. Ironically, Cash and Fleming (2002) found that in 
these cases many of these women also suffer from low levels of self-esteem. Researchers 
have found that if there are signs that an individual’s partner is not attracted, or seemingly 
not attracted to the physical attributes of their partner, then this factor can lead to 
dysfunctions as it relates to intimacy (Cash, Beskin and Yamamiya, 2003). For instance 
Caucasian men tend to be attracted slimmer women; as a result, this factor causes 
Caucasian women to desire smaller physiques. On the other hand, researchers have found 
that African American women are less likely to have negative perceptions of their body- 
imagery. This aspect remains relevant in the African-American culture due to the fact 
that larger African-American women are considered desirable and sensual to African- 
American males. African-American women tend to embrace their body and many 
African-American males are attracted to the physical attributes of these women. 
Regardless of ethnicity, Mckinley (1999) found that both young and middle-aged 
women’s body esteem was positively related to their perceptions of their partners’ 
approval of their appearance. 
Development of Eating Disorders 
Although the most prevalent eating disorders which have been documented in the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Health Disorders Fourth Edition as 
increasing problems in women are anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa. The onset of 
both of these illnesses is during mid-late adolescents and early adulthood. According to 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Health Disorders Fourth Edition (2000), 
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“anorexia nervosa appears to be far more prevalent in industrialized societies, in which 
there is an abundance of food and in which, especially for females, being considered 
attractive is linked to being thin.” In the book Abnormal Psychology, researchers found 
that many of the individuals who suffer from these two types of eating disorders are 
afflicted with the overwhelming fear of becoming fat or overweight (Butcher et. al., 
2004). Not to exclude the male population from developing eating disorders, Anderson 
and colleagues found that men dieted if “ attempting to avoid being teased again about 
childhood weight problems, to improve their performance in a sport, to avoid a weight 
related illness that they have seen their fathers suffer from and to improve a gay 
relationship” (1999). Carlat and colleagues found that a high risk for males to develop 
eating disorders was being a homosexual, this factor stems from the belief that in the gay 
community thinness is regarded as an attractive trait to possess (1997). 
Operational Definitions 
Body image is defined as a complex construct concerning individuals’ perception 
of and attitudes about their own bodies, especially their physical appearance. 
Self-esteem is defined as an individual’s perceived level of social competence. 
CHAPTER III 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
The conceptual framework, which was used in this research, was cognitive 
counseling. Aaron Beck, a Jewish Russian psychotherapist, developed cognitive 
counseling. He believed that in order to help an individual who suffered from mental 
disorders that caused individuals great difficulty and pain, there must be an effective 
intervention that focused on distorted thinking patterns; therefore, leading to the 
development of therapy that focused on an individual’s thinking pattern, which became 
cognitive counseling (Fall et. al., 2004). 
Cognitive therapy is based on three philosophies which are phenomenology, 
Sigmund Freud theories based on the unconscious and empirical research. Fall and 
colleagues (2004) defined phenomenology as the belief that an individual’s brain is a 
blank slate. Therefore, meaning that everything an individual learns is through sensory 
experiences, such as seeing, hearing, touching, and smelling. In regards to Freud’s theory 
and belief, Freud believed that many behaviors individuals embodied, derived from our 
unconscious thoughts, as well as, our hidden desires. 
In this theory, Beck believed in more research which focused on therapy, or the 
use of this intervention. In this theory, there is also the relevancy of learning about an 
individual in their environment. This theory implies that an individual’s behavior may be 
influenced by their environment. “People’s cognitions, their beliefs, their conclusions, 
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expectations, and predictions that underlie their behaviors, are influenced by modeling, 
by the presence and form-or absence-of reinforcement and punishment, and by vicarious 
learning from significant others” (Fall et. al., 2004). 
Cognitive counseling truly embodies the theoretical research which has been the 
focus of this topic. The basis of this research was to search the factors that contribute to 
the African American perception of body image and level of self-esteem. This theory 
makes it virtually impossible to make judgments about individuals without taking into 
consideration where an individual comes from as well as the cultural or religious beliefs 
that may be present in the community of which this individual conforms to. 
When looking at the theoretical framework, researchers have found that what 
individuals see and hear in their society as well as in their family effects an individual’s 
perception of themselves as well as their perception of how others view them. In this 
study, the researcher asked questions on a rating scale such as “I think I am a 
beautiful/handsome person.” This question aim was to measure the self-esteem of an 
individual. In this theory, it causes an individual to ask the question, does a person who 
rate’s themselves as being beautiful/handsome feel this due to societal, cultural, and or 
person beliefs of beauty? Does an individual’s environment factor into their personal 
level of self-esteem and body-imagery beliefs? 
Cognitive theory is concerned with cognition -people’s thinking. It assumes that 
behavior is directed by thoughts, rather than unconscious drives, conflicts, or feelings. 
Cognitive Theory also lends itself to including humanism because it emphasizes how 
irrational thoughts or disturbances in perception lead us to process our view of the world 
18 
incorrectly. People react inappropriately because they have perceived reality wrong, or 
processed our perception of reality wrongly. 
Statement of Hypothesis 
There is a significant correlation between the contributing factors of African 
Americans body image perceptions and self-esteem. The null hypothesis in this study is: 
There is no significant correlation between contributing factors of African-American body 




The design of this study is an exploratory descriptive design that observes 
whether there is a correlation between perception of body image and level of self-esteem. 
According to Andrew L. Cherry Jr., exploratory research “is a useful approach when 
there is little known about a new phenomenon or a group of people that begin to emerge 
with similar human service needs’ (2000). Descriptive research is useful “for describing 
the characteristics of a group or the extent of general or specific conditions” (Cherry, 
2000). 
Setting 
There were several settings established for this study. The first setting was face 
to face in a conference room following a Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Incorporated 
meeting. The next setting in which the surveys were completed during this research was 
by Internet. Surveys were emailed to individuals who live in the Clayton County area 
apartment complex in Riverdale, Georgia. Finally, surveys were administered via 





The non-probability sampling method of convenience was used in this study. The 
sample of this study consisted of 33 African-American males and females. Twelve of the 
participants who were used for this study were women who ranged in the ages of 18-35 
who were members of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Incorporated. The remaining 21 of 
participants who participated in this study were residents of Clayton County in Georgia, 
and graduate level students in the Whitney M. Young, Jr., Social Work program who 
ranged in the age of 18-65. 
Measure Instrument 
Participants completed a demographic 4-item survey. The survey consisted of 
questions that asked age, sex, religious preference, and academic status, e.g., graduate, 
undergraduate, part-time, full-time. 
The Body Image Avoidance Questionnaire is an 11-item questionnaire that 
measures the behavioral tendencies that frequently accompany body image disturbances 
(BIAQ; Rosen, et al 1994). Participants indicate their agreement with various statements 
on a 6-point Likert-type scale, ranging from always (5) to never (0). Rosen and 
colleagues reported having a test-retest reliability coefficient of .87 and validity has been 
shown to be sensitive to changes in individuals with body-image disturbances. 
The Index of Self-Esteem (ISE; Hudson, 1992) was used to measure self-esteem. 
The ISE is a 12-item questionnaire that measure problems with self-esteem. Participants 
indicated their agreement with various statements on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 
always (5) to never (0). Hudson (1992) reported a mean alpha of .93, indicating excellent 
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internal consistency. ISE questionnaire’s validity is considered good when dealing 
with groups that have problems in the area of self-esteem (Hudson, 1992). 
Method of Data Collection 
The questionnaire was administered to participants via email during the week of 
December 1st to December 31st. Participants sent an attachment of the Informed Consent 
and the 18-item survey. Individuals were asked to return completed surveys to the email 
address, hasties@bellsouth.net or omegaqueen@blackvoices.com. Surveys were 
completed via telephone during the hours of 8:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. during the same time 
period of emailed surveys. The questionnaire took approximately 10-15 minutes to 
complete. Participants were asked to read the letter of confidentiality and to adhere to the 
confidentiality of the survey. Signatures of participants on the letter of confidentiality 
were obtained. Participants were informed that the survey form would be done 
voluntarily and confidentially. A copy of the letter of confidentiality is in the Appendix B 
of this paper. 
Data Analysis 
The type of data analysis that will be used to analyze the present research’s data 
will be the Statistical Package for Social Scientists (SPSS) program software. This 
software will provide descriptive statistics, which will provide the frequencies of both 
demographics responses, as well as, the responses of participants regarding questions of 
self-esteem and body-imagery. 
Pearson’s product moment correlation coefficient, also known as Pearson’s r was 
used to test the statistical significance between the variables used in this research. The 
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purpose of using this correlation coefficient is to prove if there is a correlation between 
the variables, which were a person’s perception of body image, and level of 
self-esteem (Weinbach et ah, 2004). 
CHAPTER V 
PRESENTATION OF RESULTS 
In this section, in the presentation of results there will be several factors 
that will be focused on. The first section of results will provide demographic 
information regarding the participants such as age, gender, marital status, 
religious preference and level of income status. Also there will be the presentation 
of findings as it relates to the research question, “Are there factors which 
contribute to the African-American Perception of Body Image and Self -esteem?” 
This section will allow the ability to reject or not reject the null hypothesis, which 
states “there is no significant correlation between contributing factors of African 
American body image perceptions and self-esteem. Provided in this section will 
also be the frequency of responses to the questions in the survey.” 
Demographic Information 
This section of the survey provided information regarding the participants 
age, gender, marital status, religious preference and level of income. Using SPSS, 
the method of descriptive analysis was used to find the frequent responses of the 
participants. All of the individuals who participated in this study were African 




In Table 1, it appears that there were an equal amount of participants in the age 
group of 18 to 27 and 38 and up. There was 14 participants or 42.4% of participants who 
were in the 18 to 27 age group as well as 14 participants or 42.4% who were in the 38 
and up age group. The age group of 28 to 37 had the lesser amount of participants. There 
were only 5 participants or 15.2% present in the 28 to 37 age group. 
Table 1 
Age of Participants 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Age Group 
18-27 14 42.4 
28-37 5 15.2 
38 and up 14 42.4 
Total 33 100.0 
Table 2 displays that the female and male ratio appeared to be closely distributed. 
There were 18 females or 54.5% females and 15 males or 45.5% of males who 
participated in this study. 
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Table 2 
Gender of Participants 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Gender 
Female 18 54.5 
Male 15 45.5 
Total 33 1 
Table 3 also showed that the majority of participants had never been married. There 
were 18 or 54.5% of participants who were never married, 11 or 33.3% of participants 
who were married, 3 or 9.1% of participants who were divorced and 1 or 3.0% of 
participants who classified themselves as a widow (er). 
Table 3 
Marital Status of Participants 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Marital Status 
Never Married 18 54.5 
Married 11 33.3 
Divorced 3 9.1 
Widow (er) 1 3.0 
Total 33 100.0 
26 
For religious preference the data showed that 12 or 36.4% of participants classified 
themselves as Methodist, 11 or 33.3% were classified as Baptist, 8 or 24.2% of 
participants classified themselves as other due to having a religious preference that was 
not provided on the survey and 2 or 6.1% of participants classified themselves as not 
having any religious preference. 
Table 4 
Religions Preference of Participants 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Religious Preference 
Methodist 12 36.4 
Baptist 11 33.3 
Holiness 
Catholic 
Other 8 24.2 
None 2 6.1 
Total 33 100.0 
For the level of income the majority of participants classified themselves as 
having less than $24,999. This consisted of 17 or 51.5% of participants. There were 15 
or 45.5% of participants who classified themselves as being in the $25,000 to $49,999 
income bracket. Only 1 or 3.0% of individuals classified themselves in the $50,000 to 
$75,999 income bracket. 
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Table 5 
Level of Income of Participants 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Level of Income 
Less than $24,999 17 51.5 
$25,000 to $49,999 15 45.5 
$50,000 to $74,999 1 3.0 
$ 100,000 and up 
Total 33 100.0 
Table 6 depicts the findings of the study using the correlation analysis. Bivariate 
Correlation analysis (Weinbach et al, 2004) is used widely in social work research in 
order to interpret research data. This correlation sought to find if there was a correlation 
between the predictor variable of body-image perception and the criterion variable of 
level of self-esteem. Pearson’s r was the statistical formula used to test the direction of 
the hypothesis and to find if there is a statistically association between body-image 
perception and self-esteem. In this study, Pearson’s r was .025, which meant that there 
was a weak correlation between body-image perception and the level of self-esteem. 
This study also provided a p-value of .024. Variables are considered significant if the 
p-value is less than .05. In this study the p-value is .894, which indicates that there is a 
statistical insignificance between the two variables. Therefore, in this study the null 
hypothesis was not rejected. The null hypothesis was accepted which stated there was no 
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significant correlation between contributing factors of African-American body image 
perceptions and level of self esteem. 
Table 6 
Correlation between Perception of Body Image and Level of Self-Esteem 




I feel I am a handsome/ 
beautiful person 
1 
I wear clothes that cover 
my love-handles and cellulite. 




DISCUSSION/IMPLICATION OF FINDINGS 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the results that were found from this 
research. This chapter also will report what these findings have implicated in regards to 
African Americans’ body image and self-esteem, as it relates to the social work 
profession. 
In this study, a non-probability convenience sample of 33 individuals, consisting 
of 18 females and 15 males were used. All participants in this study were of African- 
American descent. Pearson’s r was used to test for the statistical significance of the 
variables. Through this process, results yielded a statistical insignificant correlation 
between the variables. The null hypothesis found that there were no factors that 
attributed a correlation between an African American’s perception of body image and 
their self-esteem. 
In the demographic section of the study, there were over 51.5% of participants 
whose income ranged from less than $24,999. The descriptive section of the study which 
measured self-esteem found that there were 45.5% of individuals who when provided the 
statement “I think I am a handsome/beautiful person,” responded as feeling this way 
often. When asked the question which measured body-image perception, “I wear 
clothing that covers my love handles and cellulite,” 51.1% of participants stated that they 
always wear clothing to cover their love handles and cellulite. 
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As the surveys were administered to the participants, some individuals felt that 
the questions were not aimed at an African-American population. When asked question 
related to their eating habits, there was a concern that their reply would appear to suggest 
having eating disorders or other psychological problems. Many participants felt that 
when asked “I fast (do not eat) for a day or longer,” the majority of their reasoning for 
not eating was because of being too busy or for religious purification. Research found 
that participants had a high level of self-esteem when asked how they felt about their own 
body image and self-esteem. 
Limitation of Study 
From the previous research that has been conducted, there is evidence that there is 
not a large amount of sampling, which includes the participation of individuals of 
African-American descent. The increase of this population could encourage researchers 
to find if this population has a cultural perception of their body image. Therefore, one 
may conclude that African Americans may have their own cultural perception of what 
makes them beautiful. If this cultural perception is true, then does this factor impact their 
self-esteem if they do not meet the standards of their own cultural demands of beauty? 
Another factor that limits the research is the lack of male participation. With the 
increase of male participation, there may be the ability of learning what males perceive as 
the ideal body image and if not attaining this ideal physique will this effect their self¬ 
esteem. Other factors may lead to males’ level of self-esteem, with further research, 
there may be evidence of the physical appearance effecting their self-esteem or perhaps 
effecting their ability to attain success and wealth. 
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Another limit to the findings was the number of participants who were in the 
sample. There were only 33 individuals who participated in this sample. In research, the 
more participants a researcher has in the study the accurate and reliable the results will be 
for the study. 
Also, the measuring instrument was a limitation to this research. Many of the 
questions asked questions to the type of clothing individuals wear. The measuring 
instrument did not take into consideration if individuals wore clothing that was prevalent 
in their culture or simply their style of dress. Questions provided by the measurement 
instrument appeared only to find if they have any body-imagery distortions due to 
possible eating or body-imagery disorders. 
Implications of Findings 
This study provided the researcher with evidence that there are other factors that 
may be influencing the level of self-esteem that is possessed by persons of the African- 
American descent. For social work purposes, this study creates the idea that further 
research needs to be conducted to find the causes of low levels of self-esteem issues that 
influence the African-American people. Not to exclude body-imagery as a factor that 
effects the overall feelings of African Americans, but to include other factors such as 
color complex issues that may hinder the level of self-esteem of this population. 
The social work profession is considered a helping profession as well as a 
knowledgeable one. If body-imagery is not a factor that is affecting the livelihood and 
ideas of success and beauty in this population, then what does this population interpret as 
failures and causations of low levels of self-esteem. On a daily basis social workers deal 
with clients that may have experienced devastating experiences in their lives which may 
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with clients that may have experienced devastating experiences in their lives which may 
have hindered their well-being as well as the lives of person’s in their lives. With further 
research, into the topic of self-esteem and body image, social workers will have a better 
understanding of how to assist their clients on a micro, macro, and mezzo level. 
APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES 
Table A1 
My age group: 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Age Group 
18-27 14 42.4 
28-37 5 15.2 
38 and up 14 42.4 
Total 33 100.0 
Table A2 
My gender: 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Gender 
Female 18 54.5 
Male 15 45.5 
Total 33 100.0 
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APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
Table A3 
My marital status: 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Marital Status 
Never Married 18 54.5 
Married 11 33.3 
Divorced 3 9.1 
Widow (er) 1 3.0 
Total 33 100.0 
Table A4 
My religious preference: 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Religious Preference 
Methodist 12 36.4 
Baptist 11 33.3 
Holiness 
Catholic 
Other 8 24.2 
None 2 6.1 
Total 33 100.0 
35 
APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
Table A5 
My level of income: 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Level of Income 
Less than $24,999 17 51.5 
$25,000 to $49,999 15 45.5 
$50,000 to $74,999 1 3.0 
$100,000 and up 
Total 33 100.0 
Table A6 
I feel people would not like me if they really knew me. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 21 63.6 
Sometimes 6 18.2 
Often 2 6.1 
Always 4 12.1 
Tot l 33 100.0 
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APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
Table A7 
I feel very self-conscious when I am with strangers. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 9 27.3 
Sometimes 18 54.5 
Often 4 12.1 
Always 2 6.1 
Total 33 100.0 
Table A8 
I feel that I am a beautiful/handsome person. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 
Sometimes 8 24.2 
Often 10 30.3 
Always 15 45.5 
Total 33 100.0 
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APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
Table A9 
When I am with strangers I am very nervous. 













I think my friends find me interesting. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 1 3.0 
Sometimes 7 21.2 
Often 11 33.3 
Always 14 42.4 
Total 33 100.0 
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APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
Table Al 1 
My friends think very highly of me. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 
Sometimes 11 33.3 
Often 8 24.2 
Always 14 42.4 
Total 33 100.0 
Table A12 
I wear clothes that cover my love-handles/cellulite. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 5 15.6 
Sometimes 10 31.3 
Often 
Always 17 53.1 
Total 32 100.0 
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APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
Table A13 
I wear darker color clothes. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 2 6.1 
Sometimes 24 72.7 
Often 4 12.1 
Always 3 9.1 
Total 33 100.0 
Table A14 
I compare my body to celebrities. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 19 57.6 
Sometimes 13 39.4 
Often 
Always 1 3.0 
Total 33 100.0 
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APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
Table A15 
I will not go out socially if I think someone will “check me out.” 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 27 81.8 
Sometimes 2 6.1 
Often 1 3.0 
Always 3 9.1 
Total 33 100.0 
Table A16 
I never have a problem attracting people. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 10 30.3 
Sometimes 11 33.3 
Often 5 15.2 
Always 7 21.2 
Total 33 100.0 
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APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
Table A17 
I fast (do not eat) for a day or longer. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 25 78.1 
Sometimes 5 15.6 
Often 1 3.1 
Always 1 3.1 
Total 32 100.0 
Table A18 
I restrict the amount of food I eat. 
Variable Frequency Percent 
Value 
Never 13 39.4 
Sometimes 12 36.4 
Often 3 9.1 
Always 5 15.2 
Total 33 100.0 
42 
APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
Table 19 
Correlation between Perception of Body Image and Level of Self-Esteem 




I feel I am a handsome/ 
beautiful person 
1 
I wear clothes that cover 
my love-handles and cellulite. .025 .894 
Number of cases=32 
r=.025 p>.05 
APPENDIX A: FREQUENCY TABLES (Continued) 
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Table 19 
Correlation between Perception of Body Image and Level of Self-Esteem 




I feel I am a handsome/ 
beautiful person 
1 
I wear clothes that cover 
my love-handles and cellulite. .025 .894 
Number of cases=32 
r=.025 p>.05 
APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
The purpose of this study is to examine if there is a relationship between a 
person’s perception of their body image and their level of self-esteem among the 
population of African American individuals. This study seeks to find if the African 
American population is affected by media, i.e. magazines, television and or video 
portrayals of the “perfect” man or woman as being physically fit and appealing to the 
eyes. This study also seeks to find if a person’s self-esteem is solely based on society’s 
idea of the ideal body. 
The measurement of this study will be conducted by administering an 18-item 
survey to 40 African American individuals between the ages of 18-65. This survey will 
include a demographic page, which consists of a person’s age, sex, religion, etc. The 
second section of questions that will be asked in the survey will seek to measure a 
person’s perception of their body image. The third section of the survey will include 
questions that focus on a person’s level of self-esteem. 
Participation in this survey is confidential and on a voluntary basis. Information 
gathered for this survey, will solely be used for measurement purposes. If any one has 
any questions regarding this survey, please email comments and concerns to 
hasties@bellsouth.net or omegaqueen@blackvoices.com. 
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APPENDIX C: BODY PERCEPTION AND SELF-ESTEEM SURVEY 
Section I: Demographic Information 
Place a Check (X) next to the appropriate item. Choose only one answer for each 
statement. 
1. My age group: 1)  18-27 2)  28-37 3) 38 and up 
2. My gender: 1) Female 2) Male 
3. My marital status: 1) Never Married 2) Married 
3) Divorced 4) Widow(er) 
4. My religious preference: 1) Methodist 2) Baptist 
3) Holiness 4) Catholic 
5) Other 6) None 
5. My level of income: 1) Less than $24,999 2) $25,000 to $49,999 
3) $50,000 to $74,999 4) $100,000 and up 
Section II: Self-Esteem and Body-Image 
How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
Write the appropriate number (1 thru 4) in the blank space beside each 
statement on the survey. 
1= Never 2= Sometimes 3=Often 4=Always 
6. I feel people would not like me if they really knew me. 
7. I feel very self-conscious when I am with strangers. 
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APPENDIX C: BODY PERCEPTION AND SELF-ESTEEM SURVEY 
(Continued) 
_8. I feel that I am a beautiful/handsome person. 
_9. When I am with strangers I am very nervous. 
10. I think my friends find me interesting. 
11. My friends think very highly of me. 
12. I wear clothes that cover my love-handles/cellulite. 
13. I wear darker color clothes. 
14. I compare my body to celebrities. 
15. I will not go out socially if I think someone will “check me out.” 
16. I never have a problem attracting people. 
17. I fast(do not eat) for a day or longer. 
18. I restrict the amount of food I eat. 
**THANK YOU** 
Survey adapted from Hudson, W.W. 1992. INDEX OF SELF-ESTEEM. The 
WALMYR Assessment Scales Scoring Manual. 
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